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Responding to Challenges— 
Ensure Your Library is Prepared 

Jeanette Larson 

for 

Texas State Library and Archives Commission 

• The Foundations of Intellectual Freedom 
• Constitution 

 

• The Philosophy of Freedom to Read/View 
• ALA Statements 

 

• Polices and Procedures  

 

• The Real World 

What is Intellectual Freedom? 

• US Constitution 
• First Amendment 

 

 The right to seek, receive, 
hold, and disseminate 
information from all points 
of view without 
restriction. 
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Core Principle of Democracy 

• Intellectual freedom is the basis for our democratic system.  
 

• We expect our people to be self-governors.  
 

• Citizenry must be well-informed.  
 

• Libraries provide the ideas and information, in a variety of formats, 
to allow people to inform themselves. 
 

• Intellectual freedom encompasses the freedom to hold, receive and 
disseminate ideas. 
 

                                         Intellectual Freedom 

• Core value of libraries 

• Multiple viewpoints 

• Selection vs. 
censorship 

• We don’t have to agree 
with everything in the 
collection. 

 

Doctrine of Prior Restraint: 
Narrow categories not protected by the First 
Amendment: 

  

Obscenity 

Child pornography 

Defamation 

Speech that incites immediate and 
imminent lawless action.  
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Library Philosophy and Principles  

• Library Bill of Rights 

• Interpretations of the Library Bill of Rights 
• Link to documents: 

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/sites/ala.org.advocacy/files/content/LBORwithI
nterpretations.pdf 

• Right to Privacy 

• Confidentiality of Patron Records 

• Code of Ethics 
• Link to document: 

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/proethics/codeofethics/codeethics 

 

 

Library Bill of Rights 
• The American Library Association affirms that all libraries are forums for information and ideas, and that the following 

basic policies should guide their services. 

• I. Books and other library resources should be provided for the interest, information, and enlightenment of all people 
of the community the library serves. Materials should not be excluded because of the origin, background, or views of 
those contributing to their creation. 

• II. Libraries should provide materials and information presenting all points of view on current and historical issues. 
Materials should not be proscribed or removed because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval. 

• III. Libraries should challenge censorship in the fulfillment of their responsibility to provide information and 
enlightenment. 

• IV. Libraries should cooperate with all persons and groups concerned with resisting abridgment of free expression and 
free access to ideas. 

• V. A person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged because of origin, age, background, or views. 

• VI. Libraries which make exhibit spaces and meeting rooms available to the public they serve should make such 
facilities available on an equitable basis, regardless of the beliefs or affiliations of individuals or groups requesting 
their use. 

• Adopted June 19, 1939, by the ALA Council; amended October 14, 1944; June 18, 1948; February 2, 1961; June 27, 
1967; January 23, 1980; inclusion of “age” reaffirmed January 23, 1996. 

 

 

Interpretations of Library Bill of Rights 

Added material to support Intellectual Freedom 
and assist with the application of the Bill of Rights 
in practice 

 
• Access for children and young adults 

• Exhibits and bulletin boards 

• Meeting rooms 

• Labeling of materials 

• Internet filtering 

• More 
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Terminology 

• Expression of Concern. An inquiry that has judgmental overtones. 

 

• Oral Complaint. An oral challenge to the presence and/or appropriateness of the material in question. 

 

• Written Complaint. A formal, written complaint filed with the institution (library, school, etc.), challenging 
the presence and/or appropriateness of specific material. 

 

• Public Attack. A publicly disseminated statement challenging the value of the material, presented to the 
media and/or others outside the institutional organization in order to gain public support for further 
action. 

 

• Censorship. A change in the access status of material, based on the content of the work and made by a 
governing authority or its representatives. Such changes include exclusion, restriction, removal, or 
age/grade level changes. 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.ala.org/bbooks/challengedmaterials  

Censorship 

A “change in the access status of 
material, based on the content of 
the work and made by a 
governing authority or its 
representatives. Such changes 
include exclusion, restriction, 
removal, or age/grade level 
changes.” 

• May have good intentions 
• Protect younger/weaker from 

“bad influences” 

• Restore “morality” 

• Stop hateful or offensive speech 

• Belief that the information is 
wrong 

Who are the (potential) Censors? 

• Those on the right 
(conservatives) 

• Those on the left (liberals) 

• The rest of us 

 

Norma & Mel Gabler fought Texas 
textbook adoptions for 46 
years. 
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How Do Librarians Censor? 

•Selection vs. censorship 

•Not dealing with controversial subjects 

•Closed stacks/Desk copies 

•Filtering 

Be Prepared for Challenges 

• Start with good policies and procedures. 

• Training is essential. Staff and volunteers must 
be prepared. 

• Stay calm. Don’t panic. 

• Be respectful and courteous. 

• Remember that you are representing the 
library (government). 

• Educate the public. 

Schools 

• Academic freedom is connected to intellectual freedom. 

• Library materials support the intellectual goals of the 
school. 

• Follow the selection procedures and collection 
development policy. 

• Provide alternative selections for required readings so 
that parents may choose for their own child. 

• Have all your policies in place and approved by the 
district. 
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Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free School 
District No. 26 v. Pico, 457 U.S. 853 (1982) 

• By a 5-4 vote, the Court held that school officials cannot remove 
books from a school library simply because they find the ideas in the 
books objectionable. 

• Boards of Education have discretion in establishing the curriculum. 

• Still must adhere to First Amendment. 

• Limited control outside the classroom. 

• Matters of opinion (politics, religion, etc.)  

should not be prescribed by limiting availability  

to materials. 

Policies 

• Collection Development 
• Selection of Materials 
• Acquisitions  
• Gifts 
• Deselection (Weeding) 
• Requests for Reconsideration 

 

• Other policies 
• Exhibits 
• Meeting Rooms 
• Bulletin Boards 
• Access to services 

 

• Tells staff and public HOW selection 
decisions are made. 

• Tells staff and public HOW the library 
acquires materials 

• Explains how gifts are accepted and 
when they will be added to the 
collection. Also disposal of unneeded 
gifts. 

• Describes HOW and WHEN books are 
deselected (weeded) from the 
collection. 

• Outlines the process that will be 
followed in the event of a complaint. 
 

 

• Get policies in place now. 

• If you have a policy review it 
now!  

• Share the policies with staff, 
board, county/city/school 
administration, the public. 

• Talk about the first amendment 
and your library’s mission! 

 

• Educate the public 

 
• Banned Books Week 

 

• “A truly great library contains 
something in it to offend 
everyone.” --Jo Godwin. 

 

• Parents have the right to decide 
what their child reads/views but 
ONLY their child. 
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Banned Books Week 

http://www.bannedbooksweek.org/ 

 
• Last week in September 

 

• Displays 

• Discussion 

• Public readings 

 

 

• Brings attention to the issue. 

 

• Also post copies of the Library Bill of Rights 

Request for Reconsideration 

• Listen 
• Often patron just wants to be heard and acknowledged. 

• Follow the process 
• Don’t express your opinion about what the outcome should be 

• Go back to the Collection Development policy 
• Why was the item added to the collection? 
• What need does it meet? 
• Collect reviews 

• Address alternatives (if applicable) 

• Respond in writing 

GET HELP! 

• Talk to colleagues in your area.  
• Just talking it out can help you formulate your response. 

 

• Alert your bosses. 
• They need to hear from you in order to support you. 

• Remind board and governing authorities about policies and process. 

 

• Professional Associations 

 

http://www.bannedbooksweek.org/
http://www.bannedbooksweek.org/
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ala.org/offices/oif 

 

txla.org/intellectual-freedom 

www.ftrf.org/ 
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You are not alone! 

• Learn from others 

• Read case studies. 

Jeanette Larson 

larsonlibrary@yahoo.com 

 or 
jeanettelarson52@outlook.com 

 

mailto:larsonlibrary@yahoo.com
mailto:jeanettelarson52@outlook.com
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